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The University of Dayton

News Release
August 13, 1993
Contact: Teri Rizvi

ENGLISH PROFESSOR DISCOVERS
UNPUBLISHED DUNBAR PLAY
DAYTON, Ohio-- Herbert Martin, a professor of English at the University of Dayton,
has located the original manuscript of Paul Laurence Dunbar's never-published three-act play,

Herrick, and hopes to publish it with a collection of the Dayton poet's short stories and
essays.
Scholars familiar with Dunbar, the first black American to achieve national eminence
as a poet, say the discovery of the drawing room comedy is "a rare find" and important
because it gives insight into the diversity of the poet's work.
"Anytime you find a manuscript from someone that important, it's very significant,"
said Ron Primeau, a professor of English at Central Michigan University who teaches black
literature. "This could change the whole way we look at the canon of Dunbar's work. This
gives us an insight into the diversity of Dunbar's work and helps scholars re-interpret what
are the crucial documents in an American literary canon. Dunbar has been so influential on
later writers, who will be very excited about this discovery."
Noted poet and nqvelist Margaret Walker Alexander calls the discovery "a rare find.
This will help to flesh out the complete works of Dunbar. It's most significant in that we are
not familiar with Dunbar's dramatic works."
-Alhlartin got a taste of his own medicine this summer when he began searching for a
copy of Dunbar's 18th-century comedy of manners for use in a Dunbar seminar he was
teaching. In another course Martin teaches called "Research and Bibliography," he sends
English graduate students on time-consuming literary scavenger hunts in the campus library in
an attempt to unearth little-known facts.
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At the beginning of his hunt, Martin called the Ohio Historical Society in Columbus,
which houses the Paul Laurence Dunbar collection. After perusing a guide to the collection,
which indicated two one-act plays and one full-length, he searched microfiche only to
discover just a fragment of die play.

Undau~ted,

he called the Library of Congress, where a

reference librarian, after numerous phone calls, helped Martin turn up the original 40-page
manuscript, never published, in Carter G. Woodson's historical papers.
"Dunbar had sent the play off to stage actor Richard Harrison, who gave it in 1908 to
the poet's wife, Alice Dunbar Nelson," Martin said. "She sent it off to Woodson, a historian
who started Black History Week. The play doesn't have a date on it, but I suspect it was
written later in his life, somewhere between 1898 and 1904."
Martin's discovery coincides with the University Press of Virginia's release this year
of The Collected Poetry of Paul Laurence Dunbar, the largest and most authoritative
collection of Dunbar's poetry ever published. Dunbar, who died in 1906 at the age of 33,
published six volumes of poetry as well as novels, librettos, songs and essays.
Martin is more than just a Dunbar scholar. Martin's elementary-school classmates
used to taunt him when he read aloud Dunbar's poetry because he bore an uncanny
resemblance to the poet Since his classmates had to memorize Dunbar's works, "they took
out their dislike for poetry on me," Martin said. "Either I've repressed that or gotten over it."
Now himself a poet, Martin hears only applause when he reads Dunbar's works today.
"Reads" is not exactly the right word. Dressed in a tum-of-the-century morning coat and
striped trousers, Martin "borrows" Dunbar's voice to bring the poet's dialect poems to life.
Martin has taken his one-man show to schools, libraries and clubs around the state and even
performed for the official Paul Laurence Dunbar Reading Club in New Castle, Pa.
In 1972, Martin organized a centennial binhday celebration in Dunbar's honor at the
University of Dayton and published a monograph about the poet. Last year, he produced a
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videotape ofDunbar's poetry, which is being used in nearly 100 schools around the country.
Martin is writing a proposal to the University Press of Virginia to publish an edition
of Dunbar's collected non-poetic works--his plays, short stories and essays.
Why is it important to keep Dunbar's work alive? "Dunbar presumably was the first
black person born in this country to write about his people through song and story," Martin
said. "He has had a remarkable influence."
-30For interviews, contact Herbert Martin at (513) 229-3439 or 278-6654; Ron Primeau at
(517) 774-6099; and Margaret Walker Alexander at (601) 366-3902.

